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and presently, with immense relief, found myself under cover of a low stone wall. Then I overtook the stalwart Ken Best, and felt much better. In gratitude to Fate, I offered, quixotically, to carry that idiotic flag-pole, and, feeling uncommonly heroic, I trudged on.
The firing died away and the counter-attack with it. Such is the phantom warfare of today that I did not see a single Hun or a single Pole during these anxious moments.
We topped a rise, and then, at last, our struggles were rewarded. Across a small valley we saw what was left of the monastery, a vast, hollow tooth on the skyline. Its jagged walls were ghostly white. There had been a wood in the shallow valley, but, now, every tree was stripped, burnt and blasted. Bodies of Gurkhas lay about, in advanced decay, some of the few who, in the previous February, had rushed the ruins but had been unable to hold them. We trudged through the blasted wood and reached the mass of dust and rubble piled steeply round the shattered walls.
I was prepared for ruin and desolation but not for what was left. The monastery was a fortress almost as solid as the rock from which it grew. I guessed the thickness of its walls as eight or ten feet. At one corner the building was still standing to a height of three storeys, although thousands of tons of steel and high explosive had been showered on it.
The crypt and several chapels were intact. I wandered, feeling deeply emotional, in a dream-fantasy of spiritual and material chaos. In the best preserved chapel there were ten saintly frescoes. My guide-book said that they were "in the formal Bouron style." They were dedicated to the virtues, bearing the names "Paupertus," "Castias," "Obedientia," "Conversio," "Stabilitas," "Amor Dei," "Charitas," "Dis-cretio," "Patientia," "Humilitas." The pious ten looked exactly like an inscrutable jury about to pass verdict on the lunatic follies of mankind.
Over a doorway was carved the motto of St. Benedict, "Pax." The irony was emphasised by a solitary stone dove, which had had one leg amputated by a flying splinter. I stumbled, wearily, over broken masonry, along what had once been quiet cloisters, round a courtyard piled high with debris. At the corners, scorched and withered palms stilld hig
